The international energy agency in global energy governance by FLORINI, Ann
Singapore Management University
Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University
Research Collection School of Social Sciences School of Social Sciences
9-2011
The international energy agency in global energy
governance
Ann FLORINI
Singapore Management University, annflorini@smu.edu.sg
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1758-5899.2011.00120.x
Follow this and additional works at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/soss_research
Part of the Energy Policy Commons, and the Political Science Commons
This Journal Article is brought to you for free and open access by the School of Social Sciences at Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management
University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Research Collection School of Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of Institutional
Knowledge at Singapore Management University. For more information, please email libIR@smu.edu.sg.
Citation
FLORINI, Ann.(2011). The international energy agency in global energy governance. Global Policy, 2(s1), 40-50.
Available at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/soss_research/2063
 1 
 
 
The International Energy Agency in Global Energy Governance 
By Ann Florini 
 
Published in Global Policy, Volume 2, Issue Suppl.1, September 2011, Pages 40-50    
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1758-5899.2011.00120.x  
 
Abstract 
 
The International Energy Agency (IEA) is the organization that, despite its constrained membership, is as 
close as the world currently comes to a global focal point on the key energy governance arenas. Although 
when the IEA was established in the 1970s it had the specific and limited purpose of enabling the world’s 
leading oil consumers to undertake collective action in response to oil supply shocks, it now finds itself at 
the center of many of the key developments in global energy governance. Its evolution and current 
challenges reflect the key themes of this special issue: the competition between state and market, the 
emergence of multipolarity, the particular growing importance of Asia and the rise of climate change on 
the agenda of key tasks needing governance. The article focuses on where the agency now fits in the 
larger global energy governance panoply. 
 
Policy Implications 
 
 The IEA’s highly successful partnership with the G8 will not easily extend to the G20, given the 
latter’s much more diverse membership and interests. Both the IEA and the G20 governments 
should look to the experience of the G8’s ‘tasking’ of the IEA for ideas about how to advance the 
G20 agenda on energy. 
 The IEA’s governing board should systematically assess the agency’s role as a linchpin in a 
variety of energy-related regimes and consider how to ensure that the IEA is adequately resourced 
so that it can fill these multiple roles. 
 The IEA’s affiliation with the OECD should be reassessed to facilitate the agency’s engagement 
with major emerging oil consumers, particularly India and China. 
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The International Energy Agency (IEA) is the organization that, despite its constrained membership, is as 
close as the world currently comes to a global focal point on the key energy governance arenas. Although 
when the IEA was established in the 1970s it had the specific and limited purpose of enabling the world’s 
leading oil consumers to undertake collective action in response to oil supply shocks, it now finds itself at 
the center of many of the key developments in global energy governance. Its evolution and current 
challenges reflect the key themes of this special issue: the competition between state and market, the 
emergence of multipolarity, the particular growing importance of Asia and the rise of climate change on 
the agenda of key tasks needing governance. 
 
After a brief discussion of what governance gaps the IEA was originally designed to address and how it 
evolved in its first decades,1 this article focuses on where the agency now fits in the larger global energy 
governance panoply, addressing several broad questions: 
 
 Which of the key energy governance issue areas does the IEA now address, and how? How has 
the IEA’s mission evolved in recent years, and how is it responding? 
 In what ways is the agency affected by increasing multipolarity and how is it responding to those 
pressures? 
 What challenges does this agency face from other actors, such as other intergovernmental 
organizations and civil society? 
 
The article concludes with an assessment of the agency’s efforts to position itself as the world’s key 
energy organization. 
 
The origins of the IEA 
 
The IEA originated in response to the governance shortcomings that were abruptly revealed by the oil 
price shocks of the early 1970s. Those shocks took two forms. First, the Arab members of the 
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) began to embargo exports of oil to countries 
whose Middle East policies they found objectionable. Shortly thereafter, OPEC as a whole began raising 
oil prices, reflecting the members’ long-standing dissatisfaction with the revenues they had been earning 
from their main resource. The major oil consumers, all members of the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), were caught completely unprepared, having allowed themselves 
to become highly dependent on imported oil and with few effective mechanisms for managing such 
shocks, either individually or collectively. The immediate response was a zero-sum competitive 
stockpiling and hoarding of their reserves, with some importers seeking to placate OAPEC to get 
themselves exempted from the embargo. 
 
The magnitude of the policy failures that had left the importers vulnerable to these shocks is well 
explained in the official history of the IEA: 
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    excessive reliance on oil generally and imported oil in particular, insufficient investment in indigenous 
oil exploration and exploitation, in diversification of energy sources and in the development of energy 
technologies … weak conservation and energy efficiency measures, inadequate collection and use of data 
on the operation of the oil market and the absence of arrangements for workable systems of oil supply 
shortfall management … [and the industrial countries’] capstone failure to organize themselves properly 
by means of institutions designed to deal successfully with those problems and others to come in the years 
ahead (Scott, 1994, vol. I, p. 19). 
 
In February 1974, the US convened the major oil consumers in an international energy conference aimed 
at filling such governance gaps.2 The negotiations led to agreement in November of that year on an 
International Energy Program (IEP), which the IEA was created to implement.3 Given the searing 
experience through which the participants had just lived, it is not surprising that the emphasis was on 
developing a mechanism to ensure that future oil supply shocks would not have such disruptive effects. 
 
The agency was initially tasked to oversee an emergency oil-sharing system. Under the IEP, all member 
states agreed to maintain oil reserves equivalent to at least 60 days of net oil imports (later increased to 90 
days) and to have in place demand restraint policies that could quickly cut demand in response to supply 
shocks. The agreement further required participating countries to share those reserves as needed 
according to specified thresholds in the event of oil supply shocks, and/or implement demand restraint 
measures. It is the secretariat rather than the member states that decides when a relevant shock exists that 
would trigger these steps, although it can be overridden by a majority of the Governing Board. 
 
These were strikingly far-reaching steps which constituted a significant derogation of national sovereignty 
over a key strategic resource, agreed quickly by the standards of international negotiations. The 
agreement clearly made the IEA a central actor in global energy governance in the energy security and 
geopolitical realms with regard to oil, then and now the most strategic of energy assets. 
 
Since the IEP was first implemented, oil markets have changed significantly, becoming far more liquid 
and requiring changes in the IEA’s approaches to governing oil. In the early 1970s, oil was controlled by 
a set of large private corporations, whose contracts with the host governments where the oil reserves were 
located tended to be highly favorable to the companies rather than the governments. Yet the oil business 
did not then resemble a free market. Most oil was supplied to consumers via long-term contracts. After 
the 1970s, the oil business saw two major changes: the development of an oil market subject to short-term 
supply and demand pressures and resulting price volatility, and increasing government ownership of oil 
reserves. Now, oil markets have multiple players, including trading companies that do not have physical 
oil assets (Emerson, 2006). 
 
Oil markets can experience price shocks that are not caused solely by physical oil supply shortages. This 
became glaringly obvious during the second oil crisis that followed the Iranian revolution in 1979, when 
prices spiked by 160 per cent and stayed that way for two and a half years. The IEA’s oil-sharing and 
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demand restraint mechanisms were not relevant because oil imports for IEA member states never dropped 
by more than 7 per cent, which was the official automatic trigger for the collective emergency oil-sharing 
response. It was found later that the increase in oil prices had not been caused by fundamental changes in 
the oil supply–demand balance – in fact, the oil shortfall lasted only three months – but nevertheless the 
effects were severe (Toner, 1987). 
 
It thus became clear that the IEA needed more flexible and market-based mechanisms than the IEP had 
foreseen. By 1984, the member states had agreed upon the Co-ordinated Emergency Response Measures 
(CERM). The CERM was intended to be a fast and flexible response mechanism; a set of guidelines on 
when oil reserves should be drawn upon with no defined trigger for initiation. Instead, CERM could be 
initiated upon authorization of the IEA governing board, after a consultative process involving the 
member states (IEA, 2010a). The CERM decision noted that the measure could be initiated especially 
when oil supply disruptions were accompanied by public panic that resulted in ‘exaggerated crude oil 
increases not warranted by underlying oil market conditions’ (Scott, 1995, p. 138). 
 
CERM measures have been used three times: during the first Gulf War in 1991, in response to the 
devastating hurricanes in the US Gulf of Mexico in 2005 and in June 2011 in response to the ongoing 
disruption of oil supplies from Libya. In all cases, these steps have helped to keep international oil 
markets reasonably stable. But clearly the IEA’s mechanisms have not sufficed in more recent years to 
dampen extreme price volatility, nor is that the agency’s designated role. Oil prices are based on 
benchmarks of crude oil, which are in turn determined by the market players in the spot, future and 
derivative markets (Fattouh, 2005). The reasons behind the very high volatility in oil market prices are not 
well understood, but may include some combination of speculation, changes in oil management practices 
in favor of ‘just-in-time inventories’ management (Emerson, 2006) and idiosyncratic sharp surges and 
declines in either supply (given the relatively small number of major exporters) or demand. 
 
Although in its early years oil issues dominated the IEA agenda, the IEP also gave the agency space to 
operate more broadly. Under the agreement, participating countries agreed that the agency would also be 
responsible for gathering information on oil companies and markets, supporting long-term cooperation on 
energy to include the development of alternative energy resources, and developing relationships with 
nonmember countries. 
 
Building on that core agreement, the IEA has expanded its membership and mission over the years. The 
original membership of 17 has grown to 28 member countries (currently all of the OECD membership 
except Chile, Estonia, Iceland, Israel and Mexico). Its scope has expanded dramatically. Since the 1970s, 
the agency has become, along with the US Energy Information Agency, the chief keeper of the world’s 
energy statistics. It has developed a diverse range of outreach activities to nonmember countries, as will 
be described below. Perhaps the most significant shift in the IEA’s role has come since the early 1990s, as 
the agency broadened its focus to include such varied topics as the restructuring of natural gas and 
electricity markets, transportation technologies and markets, and energy efficiency and climate change 
issues. 
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Numerous factors drove these changes in the agency’s agenda. With the low oil prices of the 1990s, the 
value of the IEA’s primary original function of coordinating oil consumers’ preparedness for oil shocks 
came into question. At the same time, changes in the nature of energy markets and the emergence of 
climate change on the international agenda, particularly the run-up to the Kyoto Protocol (signed in 
1997), gave new value to the IEA’s broader energy expertise. Thus, both the push of bureaucratic self-
interest in preserving a significant role for the agency and the pull of new needs account for the 
significant expansion of IEA roles that began in the 1990s. 
 
The IEA’s evolving roles in global energy governance 
 
We now turn to the present: what the IEA currently does, how it does those things, and why. As the 
agency’s website indicates, what the IEA currently does includes an enormous range of activities that 
touch on energy security, environmental protection and economic growth. Its ‘key areas of work’ include: 
 
 emergency preparedness: the IEP and CERM measures described above; 
 oil markets: assessments of short- and medium-term developments in the international oil market, 
based on information from IEA members’ governments, international oil companies and others; 
 gas markets: an annual Natural Gas Market Review; 
 energy statistics: numerous annual, quarterly and monthly publications, based on data from 
industry and governments, and IEA research into energy markets, technology and policy; 
 the World Energy Outlook: the agency’s flagship annual publication providing longer-term 
projections, statistics, scenarios and policy advice; 
 global energy dialogues: relationships with nonmember energy consumers and producers, along 
with firms, other intergovernmental organizations and other stakeholders, via technical meetings 
and workshops, publications and the beginnings of a training and capacity building program; 
 energy and environment: multiple research and publication programs on CO2 emissions, energy 
indicators, national policies and a broad range of technology and policy options for mitigating 
climate change; 
 energy efficiency: numerous publications, policy recommendations and the beginnings of 
compliance monitoring (see below for discussion of G8 reliance on the IEA for monitoring of G8 
member states’ compliance with the agency’s energy efficiency recommendations); 
 energy technology: the G8’s request that the IEA recommend steps toward a more sustainable 
energy future (see below) sparked a new biennial publication, Energy Technology Perspectives, 
and a focus on energy technology road maps; 
 policy analysis and cooperation: quadrennial peer reviews of all members’ energy policies, with 
annual brief updates in the intervening years, all appearing in the form of publications. In 
addition, much of the work described above has strong policy analysis elements (IEA, 2010b). 
 
This evolution from coordinator of oil consumers’ responses to involvement in a broad range of energy-
related issues has occurred in the context of the numerous changes in the world that are explored 
throughout this special issue: shifting preferences for market versus state-led capitalism; concerns related 
to democratization and open governance processes; the emergence of multipolarity; and the rise of energy 
 6 
 
 
issues generally and climate change in particular on the international agenda. We now turn to an analysis 
of how and why the IEA’s evolution reflects these factors, and with what effect on the broader range of 
global organizations, governing structures and rule systems that influence how energy systems are 
constructed and how energy services are provided. 
 
The IEA is a legally constituted intergovernmental organization created by agreement among sovereign 
nations, with a secretariat charged with carrying out the wishes of those member governments. It is thus 
logical to look first to the expressed preferences and interests of those member governments to investigate 
what the organization does and why. 
 
As is often the case with intergovernmental organizations, although members are legally equal, some are 
more equal than others. The agency’s convoluted voting structure, based roughly on relative shares of oil 
consumption dating back decades, ensures that some member countries maintain a larger share of voting 
power. Although the governing board generally operates by consensus, all parties know which 
combinations of countries have the voting power to ensure or block specific agenda items. 
 
One example is the severe budget constraint under which the agency has operated for many years. 
Because the United States had a larger agenda of zero nominal budget growth for all intergovernmental 
organizations of which it was a member, the IEA experienced declining real budgets for much of its 
history. As a result, its work has increasingly been shaped by voluntary contributions – extra amounts 
provided by individual member states to carry out programs of interest to those members. 
 
An important means of determining why organizations evolve as they do is to follow the money – who is 
paying for what – so it is not surprising that this change is controversial. Interviews with staff and board 
members suggest that there is disagreement on the governing board about the degree to which IEA 
funding should come in the form of voluntary contributions. Funding from the regular budget, which 
draws on assessed mandatory contributions from member states, is allocated according to a budget 
prepared by the secretariat for the approval of the board. Voluntary contributions, on the other hand, can 
come from individual states, or even nonstate actors such as corporations. Governments that favor 
reliance on voluntary contributions see them as a flexible mechanism for responding to crises, a useful 
instrument for ensuring that important needs are met, or even a mechanism for using the IEA as a low-
cost think tank for analysis of issues that may not be high priorities for the membership as a whole. Other 
states are concerned that a disproportionate reliance on voluntary contributions could undermine the 
consensual nature of the governing board and distort the IEA’s priorities, a particular concern given the 
agency’s small size and already extensive set of mandates and activities. Unfortunately, until very 
recently the agency did not keep track of its funding in a way that would permit specific budgetary 
analysis of how the agency’s work has been shaped. However, it is clear that voluntary contributions have 
played a major role. 
 
In the past several years, one subset of member states has had particular influence in shaping the direction 
of the IEA’s work. Beginning with the 2005 Gleneagles Summit, the G8 – whose members, except for 
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Russia, are also members of the IEA – has repeatedly ‘tasked’ the IEA to conduct research and analysis 
and make policy recommendations in several areas: energy efficiency in building, appliances, transport 
and industry; cleaner fossil fuels; carbon capture and storage; and renewable energy. The agency was also 
asked to advise on alternative energy scenario models. 
 
With the G8 mandate, and drawing upon on its own technical expertise and prior work, the IEA has 
responded with publications such as the Energy Technology Perspectives: Scenarios and Strategies to 
2050, which have appeared every two years, beginning in 2006, with detailed alternative scenario models 
for greenhouse gas emission cuts through the use of new technologies and maps of the policies that could 
achieve those reductions. 
 
At the 2008 Hokkaido Toyako G8 Summit, the IEA presented reports of its three-year G8-related work, 
including 25 energy efficiency policy recommendations. It also submitted an evaluation of the G8 
countries’ progress on meeting the Global Energy Security Principles that had been agreed to at the 2006 
St Petersburg G8 Summit. This had been asked for at the 3rd Ministerial Meeting of the Gleneagles 
Dialogue on Climate Change, Clean Energy and Sustainable Development (Berlin) in 2007. It appeared 
that the G8 countries had agreed to be held accountable by the assessment of the secretariat of an 
intergovernmental organization, which would constitute an unusual step in global governance. However, 
the IEA evaluation that was submitted at the 2008 G8 Summit was largely based on the G8 countries’ 
self-assessment reports with an IEA analysis attached. Nevertheless, the IEA was blunt in its overview, 
concluding that while the G8 countries had made progress on electric market functioning in their 
countries, they had not taken full advantage of energy efficiency policies to reduce energy consumption 
and carbon dioxide emissions significantly. The IEA further highlighted the need to address compliance 
and enforcement. 
 
The G8 leaders went a step further at the 2008 Hokkaido Toyako G8 Summit by committing to 
‘maximize implementation’ of the IEA’s 25 energy efficiency policy recommendations (G8 Hokkaido 
Toyako Summit, 2008). To that end, the IEA submitted a progress report on G8 countries’ 
implementation of energy efficiency policies (including the 25 IEA energy efficiency policy 
recommendations) at the 2009 Italy G8 Summit. The IEA based its analysis on data collected through 
detailed questionnaires filled out by the G8 countries. The IEA progress report noted that no G8 country 
had ‘fully or substantially implemented more than 55% of the IEA recommendations’ (IEA, 2009a). 
 
For the 2009 G8 summit in Italy, the IEA proposed a Global Energy Efficiency Action Initiative, which 
was accepted and led to the creation of the International Partnership for Energy Efficiency Cooperation 
(IPEEC), whose secretariat is to be hosted by the IEA (IEA, 2009b). In addition, the IEA, at the request of 
the G8, has been developing road maps for the development of certain technologies based on Energy 
Technology Perspectives 2008. 
 
In part due to this repeated ‘tasking’ and in part due to initiatives from within the secretariat, the IEA has 
taken on a substantial role in the international climate negotiations debate. In 2009, it released an early 
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version of its flagship World Energy Outlook (WEO), so that the report could contribute to the 
international climate negotiations in the months leading up to the December 2009 Copenhagen 
Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
The WEO compared two climate scenarios. The reference scenario assumed there would be no change to 
existing climate policies. The second scenario explored measures that could be implemented to stabilize 
carbon dioxide concentrations at no more than 450 parts per million (ppm), one of the possible targets 
discussed in the international negotiations as a way of keeping total global temperature increase below a 
threshold of two degrees Celsius. The IEA concluded that the 450 ppm scenario would require an 
investment of $10.5 trillion over a 20-year period beginning in 2010 in order to accelerate energy 
efficiency programs and innovation in clean energy technologies. To this end, the IEA proposed three 
main policy opportunities: an agreement at Copenhagen that would ensure financial and technology 
support for developing regions to manage effects of climate change and aid growth; accelerating the 
deployment of clean energy technologies; and increasing the incentives to improve end-use energy 
efficiency (IEA, 2009c). 
 
At Copenhagen, IEA director Nobuo Tanaka underscored the importance of investment in energy 
efficiency technologies even as it became clear that a binding agreement would not be reached. He 
stressed that the full implementation of the IEA’s 25 energy efficiency recommendations would be 
essential to achieving the 450 ppm scenario. According to the IEA, energy efficiency measures would 
account for the bulk of the emissions reduction, which amounts to over half of the total abatement by 
2030 in the IEA 450 Scenario (IEA, 2009d). The IEA also participated in the workshops at Copenhagen 
where its publications such as the Energy Technology Roadmaps and the World Energy Outlook 2009 
were featured. However, despite IEA efforts to influence the international decision makers with its 
technical data, the pledges made by the countries in the end were still short of what was needed to reach 
the 450 ppm scenario (Tanaka, 2010). 
 
Multipolarity and the IEA 
 
Increased multipolarity, and in particular the economic rise of the Asian giants, has driven the IEA to 
make considerable efforts to develop and deepen relationships with a number of countries beyond its 
limited membership.4 The 2009 IEA Ministerial (14–15 October) gave strong support to the secretariat’s 
push for stronger global engagement. Nonmembers China, India and Russia joined the 28 IEA members 
and participated fully in the discussions. During the ministerial, the IEA released joint statements with 
each of the three countries, detailing plans for collaboration in such areas as participation in IEA 
committee activities; energy security; energy efficiency; renewables; cleaner coal; and technology 
collaboration (IEA, 2009e). The ministerial’s communiqué noted: 
 
    we ask the IEA Secretariat to expand the training and workshops it offers to partner countries in order 
to bolster their capacity to formulate sound energy policy. This will help enhance access to energy and 
alleviate energy poverty, especially in Africa and Asia. The IEA shall continue to address energy poverty 
in developing countries, building on its existing skills, knowledge, and experience in the global energy 
field. The new IEA Training and Capacity Building Programme demonstrates that the IEA is serious in its 
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desire to engage with partner countries and that the IEA is accessible for them. We also ask the IEA 
Secretariat to convene, during 2010, senior officials from IEA Member countries and a select range of 
other countries and international organizations … to discuss an international partnership on energy and 
sustainability. In this regard, enhanced coordination with regional bodies, such as APEC and the African 
Union would be fruitful (IEA, 2009f). 
 
However, efforts to expand the agency’s influence in response to the multipolarity shift face significant 
obstacles. The most obvious step toward ensuring an ongoing central role in global energy governance 
would be to expand the IEA’s formal membership to include new member states that have become major 
oil consumers. The agency was established initially to support the interests of oil-consuming nations vis-
à-vis producers, with a membership whose oil imports then accounted for the vast majority of 
internationally traded oil. However, and in particular due to rapid economic growth and increased demand 
for oil in China and India, the IEA’s membership no longer has that characteristic. As Nobuo Tanaka told 
the Financial Times: ‘Our relevance is under question because half of the energy consumption already is 
in non-Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development countries. And for oil it is soon coming 
that the majority of consumption is happening in non-OECD countries’. He added: ‘In many ways they 
[the Chinese] are already working closely with us. But eventually we wish they would join us’ (Hoyos, 
2010). 
 
However, there are questions on many fronts about the advisability and feasibility of expanding IEA 
membership to include new countries. Two are internal to the agency. First, the current voting structure 
within the IEA would need to be adjusted to make room for new members. If voting shares were to 
continue to be based on some degree of connection to relative oil consumption, clearly such new 
members as China would immediately have significant sway, at the expense of existing members. As has 
been evident in efforts to restructure voting systems in other IGOs such as the International Monetary 
Fund, the politics of such zero-sum games are often highly problematic. Second, because the IEA was set 
up as an offshoot of the OECD, IEA members must meet the criteria for OECD membership. Those wide-
ranging criteria broadly include commitments to democracy and to market economies, and the process for 
bringing new members into the OECD requires a lengthy review of candidates’ suitability. Although this 
historical connection to the OECD is now seen by many in the energy field as an impediment to effective 
global energy governance via the IEA, the prospects for delinking appear poor. 
 
There are also significant questions about whether the major new players have incentives to join the 
agency, as opposed to working with it on a less formal basis. China, for example, is deepening its 
relationship with the IEA on such concrete issues as energy efficiency, clean coal technology, new energy 
and carbon capture and sequestration. China responded positively to the IEA’s invitation to participate in 
the October 2009 Ministerial meeting, sending Mr Wu Yin, deputy director general of the National 
Administration of Energy Industry (NAEI), and the NAEI has agreed to co-host conferences with the 
agency.5 However, Chinese authorities do not seem to see the prospect of formally joining the IEA as a 
step that is either necessary or sufficient to bring China into the global energy governance system, nor is it 
clear whether China yet has a coherent view as to what the IEA’s role in that system should be. 
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In the absence of strong prospects for immediate expansion of membership, the IEA is continuing and 
increasing work that has been under way for several years, developing technical and policy relationships 
with nonmember states through its various dialogues, workshops and training sessions. The IEA’s work 
with the G8 has enabled it to expand its convening power to reach nonmember states through forming 
forums with global reach such as the Networks of Expertise in Energy Technology (NEET) and IPEEC to 
promote energy efficiency policies worldwide. It also organizes workshops and training seminars for 
members and nonmembers alike. The IEA fosters collaboration through the technology-implementing 
agreements on a variety of issues such as solar power, clean coal and wind energy, which include 
signatories from IEA member and nonmember states. The agency is focusing in particular on the ‘big 
three’ nonmembers (China, India and Russia), planning meetings that will bring together all three, along 
with perhaps a dozen other nonmember states, in the hope of developing stronger multilateralized ties 
even in the absence of formal membership. 
 
As the G8 gives way to the G20, it appears that the IEA may continue to play the rather unusual direct 
role of responding to ‘tasking’ by a group of governments involved in a summit process. At the G20 
Pittsburgh Summit in September 2009, the G20 Statement contained several energy-related commitments, 
including commitments ‘to phase out and rationalize over the medium term inefficient fossil fuel 
subsidies’ and to ‘promote energy market transparency and market stability’ (G20 Summit, 2009). 
Regarding subsidies, the leaders asked the IEA and other relevant institutions to ‘provide an analysis of 
the scope of energy subsidies and suggestions for the implementation of this initiative and report back at 
the next summit’. With regard to the latter, the summiteers said: ‘We will improve our domestic 
capabilities to collect energy data and improve energy demand and supply forecasting and ask the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) and the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) to 
ramp up their efforts to assist interested countries in developing those capabilities’. However, given the 
limited overlap between the IEA’s membership and that of the G20, the politics of the relationship may 
prove to be quite different from that of the relationship between the IEA and the G8. 
 
The IEA and global institutions 
 
The IEA is a prominent member of a family of organizations and institutions whose activities influence 
energy policy, and, as in any extended family, the Agency has a variety of relationships with its siblings. 
And those relationships are changing rapidly, in part because the IEA has been struggling to grow beyond 
its original remit as an oil-consumers’ club and to transform itself into the key institution ‘helping 
governments to support their economies with secure, environmentally acceptable energy’ as Executive 
Director Tanaka described the IEA’s core mission in a recent speech (Tanaka, 2009). 
 
In addition to the Agency’s connections to the G8/G20 and UNFCCC processes described above, the IEA 
also has other important institutional connections. To a considerable extent, the IEA’s relationships with 
other IGOs have been relatively informal, driven by staff efforts to cooperate on specific topics rather 
than top-down directives from the Governing Board. A typical example is cooperation with the World 
Bank on energy efficiency indicators and on data sharing. 
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A key relationship, and one that was slow to develop, is with OPEC. It was only after the 1991 Gulf War, 
when the IEA’s role in coordinating emergency action among its members came into play for the first 
time in response to the perturbation of oil supplies, that the two organizations began to work together. 
Now, there is substantial cooperation with OPEC, based on the two organizations’ mutual interest in 
stability. There is an informal understanding that the IEA will consult the OPEC secretariat, and the two 
organizations hold joint workshops and share analyses.6 
 
In 1992, the IEA held two conferences of technical experts from both oil importers and exporters, a 
process that eventually evolved into a biennial ministerial meeting called the ‘International Energy 
Forum’ (IEF) (MacNaughton, 2007, p. 290). By 2010, the IEF had acquired a permanent secretariat 
headquartered in Riyadh (and headed by a former IEA staffer), with membership that had expanded 
beyond IEA and OPEC members to include such key energy producers and consumers as Brazil, China, 
India, Mexico, Russia and South Africa (IEF, 2010). The IEA plays a particularly significant role with 
regard to the Joint Oil Data Initiative now housed at the IEF (Florini and Saleem, this issue). 
 
Challenges to IEA expertise-based authority 
 
The international relations literature has long argued that provision of information is a key global 
governance function of intergovernmental organizations, whose work in gathering and analyzing data 
constitutes provision of a public good (Keohane, 1984). Certainly, the IEA has positioned itself as an 
authoritative source of information on energy issues over the years. With a staff of less than 250, the 
majority of whom are energy experts and statisticians, the IEA conducts energy research, compiles 
technical data and statistics, and disseminates its findings in various regular publications. The annual 
World Energy Outlook has become a leading source for energy market projections, analysis and 
recommendations for governments and the energy business. Apart from this comprehensive annual 
publication, the IEA also churns out oil market assessments and energy statistics publications at monthly, 
quarterly and annual intervals. 
 
The IEA is often accepted as an authoritative source of information which could (and should) inform the 
global energy debate. This was demonstrated most recently when the IEA released an early version of its 
World Energy Outlook 2009 at the IEA Ministerial meeting, only months before the December 2009 
climate change negotiations meeting in Copenhagen. The IEA report was hailed by the UNFCCC 
executive secretary as an important contribution containing the most up-to-date analysis on how and what 
it would take for the energy sector to deliver on a climate change agreement in Copenhagen (UNFCCC, 
2009). 
 
But energy is an arena where reliable data are often scarce, and even when data are available they are 
often subject to multiple interpretations. So small a staff has limited capacity to conduct the kind of in-
depth research necessary to investigate fully the enormous range of issues on which the Agency reports, 
and thus must rely on estimates and external sources. The shortage of data, the necessity of making 
multiple assumptions in interpreting the data, and the competing vested interests in the energy arena with 
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a major stake in how information is presented can lead to controversy over IEA handling and presentation 
of key data and especially over IEA projections, on which government policies and corporate investment 
decisions may rely. Thus, it is not surprising that even what appears to be so technocratically competent 
an agency as the IEA has faced challenges from civil society groups that disagree with what they see as 
inappropriate portrayals of the energy scene. 
 
Controversy over the accuracy of IEA reports and projections on oil has existed for some time. One of the 
determinants of oil prices is the availability of oil supplies. The oil market takes signals from the IEA’s 
estimates on the projected shortage or excess of oil supplies; an expected shortage can send prices up 
while a projected excess can send prices down. In 1999, criticism was leveled at the IEA for revising its 
figures on global oil supply and demand in the order of 7–20 per cent. The IEA corrections were said to 
have caused confusion in the oil market, which partly led to the volatile oil price fluctuations that year 
(Tempest, 2001). Since the IEA bases its estimates on information obtained by governments, it is not 
surprising that the agency’s staff have been instrumental in efforts to make governmental information on 
oil data more transparent, which should conceivably enable the IEA to make more accurate projections. 
 
But criticism of the IEA has occasionally taken a more disturbing turn; accusations that the IEA has an 
institutional bias towards traditional sources of energy like oil have been voiced. For years, as analysts 
debated the peak oil issue, the IEA took a lead in assuring the world that oil supplies were not in danger 
of being depleted. The IEA executive director, Claude Mandil, wrote in 2005 that declining oil supplies 
were not a concern and that there were ample hydrocarbon resources to sustain the world’s future growth 
(OECD/IEA, 2005). As late as 2007, the IEA was projecting in its yearly World Energy Outlook that 
global oil supplies were enough to meet future growth demand through 2030. The IEA also stated that the 
estimated rate of decline in global oil production was 3.7 per cent a year, and that this ‘presented a short-
term challenge, with the possibility of a temporary supply crunch in 2015, but with sufficient investment 
any shortfall could be covered’ (Monbiot, 2008). 
 
However, just a year later, the IEA’s outlook on future oil supply had changed noticeably. In the 2008 
World Energy Outlook, the IEA now predicted a much sharper decline in oil production (6.7 per cent as 
opposed to the 3.7 per cent projected the year before) and for the first time acknowledged that oil 
production would ‘level off’ (OECD/IEA, 2008). In an interview, Fatih Birol, IEA chief economist, noted 
that global oil production would reach a plateau by 2020. When pressed on the IEA’s shift in position, 
Birol said it was based on findings from a new study on decline rates in the world’s 800 largest oilfields, 
and that the old estimates had been educated assumptions (Monbiot, 2008). This abrupt shift fueled 
accusations that the secretariat’s public pronouncements had been constrained by the member states, and 
hence tended to downplay the severity of future oil supply and production constraints (Macalister and 
Monbiot, 2008). 
 
The IEA’s shift in position and its acknowledgement of the approaching peak oil issue caught the 
attention of civil society groups, some of whom have alleged that the IEA deliberately published 
misleading data on renewable energy because of its close ties to the oil, gas and nuclear industries 
(Murray, 2009). A report from the Energy Watch Group, a network of scientists and parliamentarians, 
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sharply criticized the accuracy of IEA projections on oil production and prices (contending that these 
were far too optimistic) and wind power (noting that the IEA’s projections of the growth of wind power 
have fallen far short of the reality for several years) (Rechsteiner, 2008). Most recently, the IEA World 
Energy Outlook 2009 received a negative assessment by Swedish academic researchers who were critical 
of the assumptions made by the IEA when projecting future oil production (Macalister, 2009b). The 
Swedish academics had analyzed global oil production and concluded that oil supplies were declining 
even faster than had been predicted in the IEA’s World Energy Outlook 2008 and that the IEA forecasts 
were ‘significantly overstated’ (Aleklett et al., 2010). One news report cited IEA staff whistleblowers, 
alleging that the IEA deliberately downplayed the rate of oil production from existing oilfields and 
overplayed the chances of finding new reserves due to US pressure (Macalister, 2009a). 
 
Research interviews conducted for this article suggest that major member states continue to have faith in 
the integrity of IEA analyses. Nonetheless, coming in tandem with the challenges from growing 
multipolarity in the energy arena and the need to engage deeply in a much broader agenda that includes 
environment and development as well as energy security for oil consumers, these criticisms of the IEA’s 
role as a reliable source of energy data are one more complication for the IEA’s effort to maintain a 
central role in global energy governance. Such reports are particularly damaging since critics argue that 
the IEA’s misrepresentation of oil data has resulted in governments’ inaction in spurring alternative 
energy solutions that are environmentally friendly. 
 
The agency has already suffered one notable defeat in its institutional competition. Dissatisfaction with 
the agency’s work on renewable energy provoked governments, led by Germany, to foster the creation of 
the new International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), despite arguments that it is not useful to look 
at renewables in isolation from other fuels. The establishment of IRENA, a rare example in recent 
decades of inter-state agreement to create a new IGO, flowed from multiple causes, but chief among them 
was German dissatisfaction with what it saw as IEA priorities. Germany has a very strong commitment to 
the development of a robust renewable energy sector, a significant and growing aversion to nuclear power 
and a substantial willingness to rely on a strong state role in guiding the energy sector. It did not see the 
IEA’s policy recommendations as demonstrating commitment to an energy transition to decentralized 
renewable energy (Hirschl, 2009). Germany disagreed sharply with the agency over what effect the 
country’s nuclear angst would have on Europe’s energy mix, and it did not take kindly to IEA criticisms 
of Berlin’s concentration of energy and natural gas markets.7 It is thus not surprising that when Germany 
set out to organize the world into a concerted push on renewables, it did not look to an expanded version 
of the IEA. Instead, Germany led the change to establish an entirely new intergovernmental organization 
– what eventually became IRENA. 
 
In addition to what is clearly a genuine commitment to providing global leadership in spurring a transition 
to renewables, Germany may also have had more prosaic benefits in mind. When the capital of the newly 
reunified Germany was shifted from Bonn, which had been the capital of West Germany, to Berlin, Bonn 
lost its major industry. An IRENA located in Bonn would have helped to revive that city’s flagging 
fortunes. But Bonn was unexpectedly eclipsed by a surprising contender when the United Arab Emirates 
put in a bid to host IRENA in Abu Dhabi. 
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This was no passing whim – the Emiratis launched a serious international campaign to secure the honor. 
US Embassy cables released by Wikileaks show that although in 2009 the US was opposed to the creation 
of IRENA altogether and that it was ‘counterintuitive’ to locate a renewable agency in the world’s fourth 
biggest oil producer, US State Department officials saw US geopolitical interests as being served by 
supporting the UAE bid. As a cable from the US ambassador to the UAE noted, 
 
    The UAE is clearly signaling that it wants US to support its IRENA bid, given UAE support for many of 
our political, security and financial priorities. UAE troops are in the fight in Afghanistan (in greater 
numbers and more dangerous places than many Nato allies); the UAE has cancelled Saddam-era debt in 
Iraq and opened an embassy; it is perhaps the only Arab country to have fully paid up its dues to the 
Palestinian Authority; and it has taken a leading role in the Friends of Pakistan initiative. 
 
The ambassador also saw a potential financial benefit: ‘The UAE, unlike many supporters of renewables, 
has serious resources to put into the development of technology. This is a point that has not been lost on 
the US and other countries’ private sectors who have worn a deep path to [UAE’s] door seeking 
participation in its projects’ (Carrington, 2010). 
 
The UAE won its bid, although a technical body is also being established in Bonn. Nonetheless, at the 
inaugural assembly session in Abu Dhabi in May 2011, German representative Jurgen Becker asserted 
that the launch represented ‘a stunning success of the German initiative to establish IRENA and illustrates 
the huge support for IRENA and the call for the global development of renewable energies in general’ 
(Federal Republic of Germany, 2011). It remains to be seen how important a player IRENA will become. 
It starts off with a budget of US$25 million for 2011 (Germany is adding US$3 million to support 
IRENA’s Innovation and Technology Center in Bonn) in support of a work program aimed at helping its 
members to create effective frameworks for renewable technology, financing and policy (Preparatory 
Commission, 2011). 
 
Conclusions: the IEA in the global energy governance ecosystem 
 
Although the IEA was created primarily in response to the crisis of the first of the 1970s oil supply 
shocks, with a remit specifically on oil and the need to deal with unpredictable variations in oil supplies, 
its remit has since expanded substantially. It is a key player in making oil markets work, a significant 
voice in the climate debates and increasingly a hub for both member states and nonmembers to delve 
deeply into energy policy issues. The confluence of oil price volatility (especially in 2008), the growing 
salience of climate-related energy concerns and the enhanced importance of energy policy generally due 
to the world’s rapidly increasing demand for energy services have put the agency in the center of the key 
global energy governance debates. It is in many ways the most logical contender for the role of 
overarching IGO within a coherent energy regime. 
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But the agency is clearly stretched thin. The IEA’s wide range of activities is carried out with a startlingly 
small staff: fewer than 250 in total, including various staff seconded from national governments. It has 
largely avoided a number of the bureaucratic traps that have undermined the effectiveness of many an 
intergovernmental organization, in part because of a widely observed rule limiting staff to a five-year 
term. Thus, the agency has been able to recruit an impressive array of technical expertise that is 
constantly refreshed. Nonetheless, the IEA’s small size (of staff, budget and membership) necessarily 
constrains its influence. Thus, major gaps remain in the IEA’s efforts to brand itself as the world’s pre-
eminent energy agency. The IEA has not moved to try to fill such major gaps as the disconnect between 
energy governance and economic governance (in the form of trade or investment rules). As one senior 
IEA staffer noted in a research interview conducted for this article, there is definitely potential for work 
on such cross-cutting issues – but as another argued, a size limitation makes it impossible to deal with all 
possible energy-related issues. 
 
Yet the IEA has little choice but to expand its remit if it wishes to remain a major player. As IEA 
Executive Director Nobuo Tanaka explained in a recent speech: 
 
    The member countries of the IEA no longer dominate world energy markets, as consumers or as 
producers, to the extent they once did … And their share will continue to diminish: our research shows 
that non-OECD countries will account for 87% of global energy demand growth between 2006 and 2030, 
taking their share of world primary energy demand from 51% to 62% over the same period. … on top of 
this, our very notion of ‘energy security’ is broadening … we must also now consider gas security … as 
well as the reliability of renewable energy sources and ensuring stable electricity markets. At the same 
time, we are today confronting a phenomenon that might barely have been thought possible 35 years ago. 
And one that is inextricably linked to our energy production and use – that of climate change. As part of 
this challenge, we see that an increasing share of energy-related CO2 emissions will come from non-IEA 
members … there is a third and related factor that is vitally important to consider in the context of a 
global energy dialogue. And that is the need for continued investment in the energy sector (Tanaka, 
2009). 
 
In short, to be the key player on energy in the 21st century requires the IEA to be a very different sort of 
organization than it was created to be. Tanaka’s speech clearly aimed to make the case that the IEA 
should be that key player: 
 
    It is my view that the IEA can and must remain at the centre of such a global dialogue. The IEA is the 
only international energy organization with expertise across the entire energy field. We have a 
philosophy of open markets and diversity of supply. We have a reputation for objective and independent 
analysis. And we provide a range of forums in which governments – both IEA and non-IEA, as well as 
researchers and industry experts, can come together to solve common problems in a practical and 
cooperative environment (Tanaka, 2009). 
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To that end, the IEA has stepped up its efforts to guide the world along a path to a substantial energy 
transition. This includes a movement into more intensive capacity building and the publications of a 
number of technology-specific ‘road maps’ intended to show how to make the transition to a low-carbon 
energy future. It is currently developing a major proposal for a ‘Low-Carbon Energy Technology 
Platform’, which aims to ‘provide a forum where policy makers, business representatives, and 
international experts can discuss how best to design policies to accelerate the spread of low-carbon 
technologies by encouraging the transition of national energy systems to the most appropriate 
combination of emerging technologies’ (IEA, 2010c). 
 
Yet the IEA is not big or broad enough to take on the role of key intergovernmental organization for 
global energy governance writ large, nor is it likely to become so. The agency has clearly evolved 
extensively since its crisis-based origins. The breadth of its original charter, the International Energy 
Program, has afforded considerable flexibility. But the agency now faces major and interconnected 
challenges in its core roles related to oil supply stability, its informational role and its relationships with 
nonmember states. Instead, if anything we are seeing further institutional fragmentation through such 
steps as the recent formation of IRENA. It appears that the IEA is more likely to continue to be a player in 
a variety of energy-related regimes (oil, climate, efficiency) rather than the core organizational node of an 
elusive coherent energy regime. 
 
The IEA’s evolution and prospects encapsulate the key themes of this special issue. The agency is central 
to addressing global governance challenges inherent in trying to maintain a market-based oil system in the 
face of important new actors that do not seem to feel committed to market-based approaches to energy 
security. It is attempting to expand the geographical and topical scope of its key informational role, to 
include most of the key objectives of global energy governance in most of the world, with World Energy 
Outlooks that in recent years have focused on everything from energy poverty and Africa to renewables to 
climate, and in interaction with the G8 it has developed a strong climate-related agenda responding to the 
emergence of multipolarity with intensive efforts to engage nonmember states. It remains unclear, 
however, to what degree this small agency, with its limited resources and with the historical baggage of 
its origins and membership, can take on the extraordinary and complex challenges of global energy 
governance. 
 
Footnotes 
The author wishes to thank Karthik Nachiappan and Saleena Saleem for excellent research assistance on 
this article. 
    1 For excellent work in this area, see Van de Graaf and Lesage (2009). 
    2 Participating countries were Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, West Germany, Ireland, Italy, 
Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, the UK and the US, along with the top officials of the 
European Commission and the OECD. 
    3 The signatories to the IEP were Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, West Germany, Ireland, 
Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, the UK and the US. 
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    4 For a discussion of how China and India see their roles in global energy institutions, see Dubash 
(this issue) and Kong (this issue). 
    5 I am grateful to Mr Xu Xiaojie for this information. 
    6    Interview. 
    7     ‘IEA Urges Germany to Rethink Nuclear Phase Out’, EnerPub, 4 June 2007. Available from: 
http:www.energypublisher.com/article.asp?id=9795 
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